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rebuilding crescent city

A Report to the Village Board of Trustees

SUNDAY, JUNE 21, 1970, was the date of a train wreck, fire, and

tank-car explosions which leveled the center of Crescent

City
Pa 9e 3

THE FUTURE OF CRESCENT CITY must be based on realistic appraisal

of the opportunities presented in the location of the

community and the resources which can be applied Page O

A NEW VILLAGE CENTER containing retail and service units is

proposed as the symbol of rebirth of the community .... Page
"

OTHER NEEDS of Crescent City include provisions for new housing,

industrial sites, and some improvements in roads and

facilities for visitors to the community Page

CARRYING OUT THE PROGRAM RECOMMENDED calls for participation

by several levels of government and significant inputs

from residents of Crescent City Pa9e

17
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Sunday, June 21, 1970
Shortly before 6:00 a.m. the locomotives of an east bound freight

had just passed the Crescent City Cooperative Elevator on the main

line of the Toledo, Peoria and Western Railroad. A "hot-box" on an

80-ton hopper car of sand caused a wheel failure and derailment of

fifteen cars including eleven loaded with liquified petroleum gas.

Fire broke out and continued with explosions throughout the morning.

The Village was evacuated. Firemen from almost forty communities

joined in fighting the blaze which at times sent fireballs hundreds

of feet i n the air.



State and Federal officials and the American Red Cross acted

immediately to bring aid to the stricken community. The Governor

of Illinois visited the scene on Monday, June 22, and ordered

all agencies of the state government to assist in cleanup and

recovery efforts. Illinois Highway Division crews and Air Force

specialists from nearby Chanute field worked with local officials

to inspect damage and to assist in the clean up efforts extending

over several weeks. The State Department of Local Government

Affairs arranged for a team of planners to help the village in

determining a sound approach for long-term redevelopment. This

report presents the results of an intensive six week study sponsored

by that agency.

Over 70 people, most of them volunteer firemen, were burned or

injured, including eleven hospitalized. The Main Street business

district was entirely wiped out. Nineteen homes were totally lost

and many others damaged. Also destroyed was the Iroquois Township

Maintenance Garage, the local post office, and a new machine shop

ready to open for business. Extensive damage was done to utility

lines, including telephone, power and many parts of the village

operated water system.

In a sense, the Crescent City disaster represents an opportuni ty--an

opportunity to rebuild with modern facilities. One result of the

explosion has been the clearance of several blocks in the very center

of the village. These were the blocks which had been the shopping and

apartment section of the community, and they are extremely well

located to serve both functions. At the same time, other opportunities

are presented in the attention that has been called to this

community, and in the spirit displayed in weathering the disaster.



the future

In order to have a sound planning basis for rebuilding Crescent City, an

objective market analysis and economic base study was carried out. Key

points in that study are summarized here.

The Village of Crescent City is located at the geographic center of

Iroquois County which has a population of over 30,000. The characteristics

of the population in the Village are similar to those of the entire

county. However, flanked as it is by Watseka and Gilman six miles to

the east and west, Crescent City serves only a small portion of the

county's residents. The Village is dependent on its larger neighbors

for sources of employment and for retail markets.

The trading area of Crescent City

is about the same as the two

townships, Iroquois and Crescent,

in which the Village is located.

A closer approximation would be

had by shifting the townships

two miles westward but this would

not change materially the character

of the area. Crescent City is

typical of many smaller Illinois

towns, centered on the grain

elevator and serving a small

agricultural district.



Recognition of the Village as a desirable and pleasant place to live is

reflected in the steady growth from 32k in 1950 to ^09 in 1960 and 588

today. This is related to larger movements throughout America in escape

from the cities and their problems.

Continued growth of the Village is confirmed in the results of the

questionnaire survey conducted as part of the redevelopment study.

The returns provide data on approximately hkS people out of the total

1271 population of the two-township trading area. Based on comparison

of responses with national and county data, the annual family income

for the trading area is estimated at $2,750,000. Good prospect exists

for capturing a substantial part of that income in sales volume within

a rebuilt Crescent City Village Center. The major conclusions from

the research data are as follows:

Crescent City displays the typi-
cal phenomena of home ownership
attributed to a small town.

This is an indication of stabil-

ity of the population.

A larger than usual number of

persons indicate plans to build

homes—part ial ly due to the
rai lroad accident.

There is a fairly even spread
among age groups, except a

somewhat lower number of school

age youths than usual.

Occupations of the residents
are diverse. The Village would
not suffer exceptionally from
the loss of industry; but this
same pattern shows that there
is no dominant business or

industry which could spur
larger than usual growth.

The mean income and low unemploy-
ment show that the trading area
is prosperous.

Households in the Crescent City
trading area are highly mobile--

brought about by increasing
relative affluence and by the

necessity of getting to jobs
and shopping in other towns.

Crescent City is highly
dependent on other nearby
cities for employment and
for retail shopping markets,
most of all on Watseka.

Residents indicated they
would patronize business in

Crescent City--given the
same quality and price
levels which are prevalent
in competing markets. This
is borne out by the buying
habits of gasoline users
who overwhelmingly purchase
their gasoline in Crescent

City. Some hardware items
are also purchased locally,
which is encouraging, given
the inability of effective

competition under present
ci rcumstances.

From the comments offered

along with the questionnaires,
it is evident that residents
are anxious to have their
retail area rebuilt. Some

community spirit is also
evident in those comments,

sublimating personal inter-

est to the good of the

entire community.
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6. A substantial increase in domestic employment and income in Crescent
City will promote movement from a purely convenience oriented
retail economy to a shopping economy.

It is clear that there is good prospect for a significant new development

of retail and service shops in Crescent City. If a new center is to

survive, it will need to have a distinctive character. The quality of

design will be important in determining the success of the new Center.

Because of the "instant clearance" of a relatively large area, Crescent

City has the kind of opportunity which many other communities throughout

the country have spent years trying to obtain through the process of

urban renewal. It can use this opportunity to create a truly modern

center, dramatic and fine in character to help attract trade to the

Village.

RECOMMENDED PROGRAM FOR THE CRESCENT CITY VILLAGE CENTER

Necessary:

Grocery-Variety Store
Restaurant or Cafe

Tap or Tavern
Hardware Store
Barber Shop

Des i rable:

Beauty Shop
Coin Laundry
Financial Institution
Post Office
Service Station

Offices for visiting Doctors, Dentists, Lawyers, etc.

Village Offices Fabric Shop
Telephone Exchange Printing Shop
Drug Store Antique Shop

Other Possibi 1 ities

Bowling Alley-Pool Room

Apparel Shop
Shoe Shop with repair
Bakery

Mail Order Catalog Outlet
L ibrary
Fire Station
Book and Record Shop



a new village center
The major objective of this redevelopment study is to "establish a general

planning framework within which Crescent City can begin to rebuild

portions of the community recently damaged or destroyed." The Village

Center is of topmost priority, so as to serve not only as the symbol of

recovery, but also as the scene of community activity and investment.

Intensive study to determine the desirable pattern of rebuilding in the

center of Crescent City has focused on a number of design criteria.

First of course has been consideration of the land available for new

use in the damaged area. The site of the previous business district

is well located to serve the present developed area of the Village. It

is separated by Main Street (U.S. Highway 24) and the Toledo, Peoria

& Western Railroad from a significant portion of the Village to the

north. The larger village area, however, is on the same side of these

barriers as the commercial site. It is likely that major new housing

growth in Crescent City will be located to the south and east, for

convenient access to the elementary and secondary schools.

In the studies presented on the next few pages attention has been paid

to (1) the needs of a new commercial center; (2) the desires of the

people of Crescent City; and (3) other concerns for creation of a

distinctive and economical retail and service area.



Most buildings in this 1 960 photo of the Village Center are now gone.

The recommended new development which can be supported in this location

consists of nine store units of varying sizes and their related parking,

landscape, and service facilities. Preliminary sketches demonstrate

that these can be accommodated within one standard block of the original

plat of Crescent City. It is desirable, however, that space for

expansion be provided and reserved at this time. It is therefore

recommended that the two blocks south of Main Street between Maple and

Colfax be incorporated into the new Village Center.

Detailed design of the new Village Center should be based on a number

of key principles or design criteria, as listed below:

10

CONVENIENCE, as exemplified by the central location of the
new shopping group within walking distance of most homes in

Crescent City.

ACCESS should be confined to entry from Maple and Colfax
Streets in order to reduce friction and avoid traffic hazards
on the Main Street through highway.



APPEARANCE of the center should preserve the rural character

of Crescent City and strengthen the present park-like feel-

ing created by open space through the Village.

DISTINCTIVENESS and an atmosphere of individuality for each

shop should be aimed for.

ECONOMY in construction and operation should be planned into

the development through skillfull use of proven materials.

CIRCULATION throughout the Village favors the concentration

of traffic crossings at Colfax and Maple, across both Main

Street and the railroad.

PARKING is to be located off the street and close to the

destination of each customer.

LANDSCAPE treatment is an essential part of the entire

center helping to set the character desired.

Evident in this current air photo are the gaps caused by the disaster,

the industrial strip north of the railroad and the predominantly open

space between railroad and highway.



The sketches on the these pages are but one suggestion of an economical

but distinctive new Village Center. The use of low cost masonry party
walls and simple roof construction permits individual treatment of the

store fronts and interiors in ways that can fit the specific needs of

each tenant. Careful selection of paint colors, lighting, graphics, and

landscaping can tie the entire group together at less expense than try-

ing to adapt to a single large structure. Unit design will also permit
clear identification of tenant interests for financing purposes.

/ / I II
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The new Village Center should have some strong focus that is unusual

and that will identify Crescent City as a unique place. It need not

be a clock tower of dramatic form nor an array of shops in the shape

of a crescent. It might be a defined outdoor space with a fountain

or pool featuring a piece of sculpture fashioned from remnants from

the disaster. It need not be costly but must be well-designed so

that it may serve as a symbol to help make Crescent City worth

remembering. The more the quality of the unusual is built into the

new Village Center so as to draw people from outside the limited

trading area, the more its economic success will be assured.

13
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Redevelopment of the Village Center is crucial to the future of all of

Crescent City, and steps must be taken urgently to bring it about.

Courses open to the community include use of state-granted powers to

set up an urban renewal project or to organize a Neighborhood Redevelop-

ment Corporation. Both of these procedures, however, are very time-

consuming and would involve substantial administrative expense and legal

red tape. Our discussions in the community indicate instead that the

rebuilding of the Village Center should be undertaken as a private

venture, recognizing that this is dependent on cooperation of the land-

owners involved.

We recommend that the newly-organized Crescent City Development Company

build the new Village Center. This is a non-profit broadly-based

group, with powers in its charter to purchase land, build, and lease

or sell buildings, and to participate in federal programs to aid in

the financing of small business developments.

The development company should immediately act to obtain short-term

options on all properties in blocks 1 and 2 of the original plat of

Crescent City, to solicit letters of intent from prospective tenants,

and to apply for Section 502 financing from the federal Small Business

Administration. A major objective of the SBA program is to insure

employment opportunities such as will be found in a successful new

V i 1 lage Center .

Because of the substantial community investment in the new center and

its importance to all of Crescent City, the new development should be

protected from other changes in the future which might detract from

it. We recommend therefore that the Development Company should

acquire, as its project goes ahead, "first refusal" options on all

surrounding properties, so that it may buy a parcel slated for change

if that change would be harmful to the center.
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other needs:

Although the immediate rebuilding of Crescent City will focus in the

central area so dramatically changed already, our studies have also

been concerned with other longer-range needs in the Village. The

diagram map on pages 20 and 21 presents a summary of our findings as

a schematic guide to future development of the community. It is not

to be interpreted as a set of rigid boundaries but rather an illustra-

tion of principles appropriate for the future.

We foresee continued moderate growth of the community in the scale

of one to ten families a year, with no major change in the basic role

of the village as a farming center and pleasant "dormitory" town for

people working in nearby cities. Continuance or renewal of the

present or damaged industrial and commercial activities should be

encouraged. Steps should be taken to protect the present quality of

life in the future Crescent City by improvement of community facilities,

Needs in the areas of housing, industry, transportation and public

land warrant attention over the next two years.

17



HOUSING

The temptation after a disaster has caused the loss of housing is to

bring in trailers as emergency residences. Fortunately, the victims

of the Crescent City disaster all found adequate temporary accommoda-

tions, although not without some hardship. We see no need for temp-

orary housing in Crescent City; what is built today should be regarded

as permanent and shoulc meet proper standards of design and construction.

The housing units lost were diverse, including some apartments over

Main Street stores, as well as large single-family homes. This diversity

needs to be restored to the housing stock as steps are taken to replace

the losses. We commend the prompt application of the Iroquois County

Housing Authority for thirty units of low-income housing and housing for

the elderly. Sites for the latter should be located close to the Village

Center; other units can well be scattered on vacant parcels in developed

sections of the village. These will constitute an essential addition to

the housing supply; they do little more than replace the numbers lost

and should not materially affect the pace of private housing development.

Sites for new subdivisions will normally be located to the south and east

of the developed village area, because of the convenience of shopping and

schools south of the highway-railroad barrier. But the small scale of

the community will not preclude opportunity for some growth to the north,

as is already taking place. Diversity of housing types is again to be

encouraged, and mobile homes in properly planned and serviced mobile

home parks or as permanent structures on individual home lots would not

be inappropriate.

18



TRANSPORTATION

Transportation needs within the village are relatively limited. U.S.

Route 2k will continue as the major traffic-carrying facility for

many years. Its present right-of-way of about 80 feet is adequate for

the traffic volume anticipated in this stretch of highway in the years

ahead and there are no pending plans for redevelopment of the road.

It is recommended, however, that steps be initiated to reserve for

future highway purposes the narrow strip of land between Main Street and

the railroad right-of-way. This area is too meager for development to

any contemporary standard for other use, and will make an excellent

addition to the amenity and quality of highway design. A fine opportunity

exists for effective landscape treatment and ultimate development of an

Illinois information station and welcoming point for travelers coming

into the state from the east. This is the first urban center and commercial

area touched by the road after it has bypassed other Illinois towns to

the east. Reservation of this area as open space will be an important

addition to setting the character of Crescent City.

Other road improvement needs within the Village are minor. The most

significant one is a new bridge structure on Colfax Street across

McCutcheon's Slough. Replacement of this inadequate bridge should be

taken up as soon as possible with township and county highway officials,

and arrangements made to fit this project into local road programming.

Other road developments would be needed to the south as land is opened

up in the future for new residential groups, and these should be

required as part of the subdivision process.

Off-street parking is essential in all new development in the 1 970
'

s ,

whether it be industrial, commercial, residential, or other use.

Standards for the number of spaces in relation to the number of

employees, patrons, or residents should be incorporated into any

zoning measures adapted by the board of trustees.

19
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INDUSTRY

Industrial areas in Crescent City are at present fortunately confined

largely to the northern edge of the TPSW tracks. Some expansion of

industrial use to the east and west would be in order over the next

few years to permit growth of existing units, such as the cooperative

elevator, lumber yard, and related activities. Restoration of the

destroyed industries either in an existing structure or on a new site

at the edge of the village is of high priority. Continued liaison with

the Illinois Department of Business and Economic Development and with

railroad and utilities representatives should be maintained to insure

that Crescent City is considered in connection with new enterprises

seeking industrial sites.

PUBLIC FACILITIES

Despite the fact that the small built-up area of the Village is

surrounded by open farmland, there is little effective park or

recreation space to which residents may have access. It is recom-

mended that certain areas be protected against future encroachment

so as to ensure their future availability. The present village

park land is well located to serve as part of a link between the

two school properties. As suggested on the accompanying diagram a

"crescent" of public lands could be developed in the southeast corner of

the village to include both schools, the present park and an expanded

park area .

The slough which runs diagonally across the southern edge of the Village

represents a significant asset worthy of protection. Easements from

each property owner along it should be obtained so that the waterway

might eventually become a pleasant green strip permanently open to public

access and enjoyment. Similarly, a buffer strip of planting and open

space is suggested between the row of industrial buildings and the

northern residential sections of the Village.
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These suggestions for open space and environmental improvement might

well be incorporated into a single group of projects eligible for $0%

federal aid under the open-space land and urban beaut i f icat ion pro-

grams.

Long-range growth of the Village will also bring to light the need for

improvement in sanitation facilities. Preliminary investigations by

our engineers suggest that the eventual solution would be for installa-

tion of sanitary sewer mains generally following the existing storm

drainage routes; that is, draining down towards McCutcheon's Slough

and Spring Creek. A feasible site for location of a treatment plant

is seen as being to the northwest of the Village along the waterway

near the point where it crosses State Route ^3. The scale of expen-

diture needed for such a project is large enough to warrant careful

consideration by the Village and full use of available State and

Federal funding assistance. The new anti-pollution bond issue of

the State of Illinois is something which can probably aid in reducing

the direct cost to local tax payers.
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In this section, a checklist of recommendations is presented for the

several levels of governmental actions required as well as those

appropriate for private concern. This report is but the first step

toward carrying forward a program which can make Crescent City an

example of the finest in small community development. The report it-

self is intended to be used as a tool to interest others in helping

Crescent City follow through on the recommendations presented. It

should also serve to demonstrate that each of the actions to be taken

is tied in with overall thinking of the community. The consultants

participating in the studies and the state officials concerned with

this first stage of the program in the rebuilding of Crescent City

stand ready to serve in helping the community move forward effectively

and efficiently.



VILLAGE OF CRESCENT CITY

# We recommend that the Village Board of Trustees adopt this

report, and in particular the diagrams on pages 1^-15 and

20-21, as a guide to rebuilding Crescent City. This should
be done as an element in the Comprehensive Plan of the

community subsequent to properly advertised public hearings.

# We recommend that the Village Board of Trustees adopt a

zoning ordinance consistent with the prototype recommended

by the Iroquois County Planning Commission, to control the
location of land uses in the Village in accordance with

zoning principles and to upgrade the quality of all future

development.

# We recommend also the Village Board of Trustees adopt the
sub-division controls recommended by the Iroquois County
Planning Commission, and continue the practice of county
review of sub-division proposals.

# We recommend that the Village Board of Trustees support
efforts of the Crescent City Development Company to

carry forward the planning and execution of the new

Village Center proposed in this report.

# We recommend that the Village Board of Trustees request the
State to acquire the entire strip of land between Main
Street and the railroad right of way. Such requests to the
State should of course be transmitted through the Governor.
Other political leadership should be kept informed.

# We recommend that the Village explore steps to acquire
property to expand the Village Park easterly to connect
with the high school property.

TOWNSHIP OF IROQUOIS AND CRESCENT

# We recommend that the officials of the two townships con-

vene to arrange for cooperative action to build a new

garage and service structure for joint use on a site north

of the railroad track.
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ROQUOIS COUNTY

B We recommend that the county planning program be continued
with consideration in future years to expanding the range
of technical services to the smaller units of government
within the county.

9 We recommend energetic pursuit and execution of the Iroquois
County Housing Authority's application for units to be

developed in Crescent City.

STATE OF ILLINOIS

# We recommend continued coordination of the efforts to re-
build Crescent City through the Illinois Department of
Local Government Affairs, particularly in contacts with
state and federal agencies.

# We recommend that a representative from the promotional
staff of the Illinois Department of Business and Economic

Development be assigned to aid Crescent City and the new
local Development Company in their efforts to rebuild the
Vi 1 lage Center.

# We recommend that the Division of Highways of the Illinois

Department of Public Works and Buildings acquire the entire

strip of land between U.S. Route 2h and the TP&W right-of-
way for highway improvement and landscaping.

UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT

# We recommend that the local representative in Congress and
both Illinois senators be kept informed of all steps taken
in relation to federal assistance in order that they may
effectively follow up and expedite action to rebuild
Crescent C i ty.

# We recommend that regional officials of the federal Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development be invited to meet
with the Village Board of Trustees and the public soon to

explore the possibilities of further federal assistance
in housing, open space, and urban renewal.

# We recommend that the federal Department of Transportation
develop effective means to reduce the likelihood of
recurrence of rail accidents involving hazardous chemicals,
and that actions taken in this direction be reported to
the citizens of Crescent City.
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CRESCENT CITY DEVELOPMENT COMPANY

• We recommend that the Company seek to obtain as soon as
possible options on all properties in the area proposed for
the new Village Center.

• We recommend that the Company negotiate letters of intent
from prospective tenants for the Village Center project,
and begin to develop the terms of lease arrangements.

• We recommend that the Company apply formally for Section
502 financing from the federal Small Business Administra-
tion, in cooperation with one or more nearby financial
inst i tutions.

• We recommend that the Company arrange for continuing legal,
realty, and design services to carry out the detailed work
on the Village Center program.

• We recommend that the Company seek to acquire first-
refusal options on all properties in the blocks surround-
ing the Village Center project.
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supplemental materials :

"Geology for Planning at Crescent City, Illinois" by Robert E.

Bergstrom, Geologist and Head, Section of Ground-Water Geology

and Geophysical Exploration, Illinois State Geological Survey,

Urbana, July 30, 1970. 19 pages.

"Economic Base Analysis of Crescent City, Illinois" by

Campbell K. Evans, Ph.D., Champaign, August 1, 1970. 2k pages.

A report on the water supply for Crescent City, Illinois, by

William C. Ackermann, Chief of the Illinois State Water Survey,

Champaign-Urbana, Illinois, July 17, 1970. k pages.
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